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THE INTERSCHOOL FORENSIC CONTEST1

ANDREW THOMAS WEAVER
Northwestern Academy

T IS a very real privilege to present to you as members of the
North Central Academic Association the claim of interschool

public-speaking contests» Upon your attitude toward this par-
ticular line of activity depends its future, not only in the secondary
school, but to a large degree in the college as well.

It is my firm conviction that the most important tasks in edu-
cational work lie in the hands of secondary-school teachers. The
years spent in academy or high school are to most young people the
crucial years in their scholastic training, and tastes which are not
awakened then, talents which are not stimulated and given initial
exercise then, are likely to remain dormant and inert.

How strange it is that those who teach in colleges and uni-
versities so often fail utterly to appreciate the extent of their
dependence upon those whom they sometimes scornfully term
"merely secondary-school teachers.75 They do not hesitate to
insist that we are responsible when students prepared in our insti-
tutions are failing to do satisfactory work in their classes, yet,
when alumni have made names for themselves, how unhesitatingly
do the colleges arrogate all credit.

At the present time my work brings to my classroom students
in various stages of the progression from the academy into the
graduate school. I am therefore in a position which causes me to
feel very keenly the dependence of college and university upon the
foundations which we as academy instructors are laying. If you
all could visit my public-speaking class down here in the loop, and
could hear the testimony of the business men who have tested their
school education on the problems of the world, you would establish
courses which would begin in all your schools systematic training
in this important branch of educational work.

1 Read at the annual meeting of the North Central Academic Association, Chi-
cago, March 4, 1916.
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142 THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF PUBLIC SPEAKING

The time has come51 trust, when one needs to offer no apology
in calling the attention of curriculum-makers to the need for
effective training in public speaking. There was once a time when
such discipline was regarded as the sum total of education, and in
its broadest and truest sense there is in that conception but little
of error* It seems to me that if there is one ideal which should ever
be before us as educators, it should be to draw out and refine that
power by which knowledge grips the needs of the world. This
power is none other than that of adequate, persuasive expression.
When we develop the thinking apparatus and pay no attention to
the perfecting of this faculty we leave our students in solitary
confinement and doom them to the poverty of individual resource.
In the affairs of life the will is the operating agent; knowledge
furnishes the fulcrum, but the power to express is in the last analysis
the lever by which the mass is moved» Any scheme of mental
discipline which leaves out of its consideration, the value of begetting
and strengthening the ability to express, to just that extent renders
the knowledge imparted sterile and inactive. Wise was the poet
who said, "Who lacks the power to shape his thought, I hold were
little poorer if he lacked the thought,"

As teachers of public speaking we have almost lifted from us the
sometimes merited reproach of teaching something artificial and
valueless. At different times and in different places our work has
been called oratory, elocution, and expression. I do not mean to
cast aspersion upon these names, nor reproach upon you whose
departments are thus denominated; but I do feel that the names
are unfortunate, carrying with them misconception as to the ulti-
mate values to be sought in speech-training. There are doubtless
values in dramatic expression—no one is more willing than I to
acclaim the virtue of training in effective reading and declamation
—but these things must not be placed on an equality with the oral
expression of original thinking and feeling.

Speech training should mean much more than providing students
with the ability to stand before an audience, and declaim well-
known selections. It should mean even more than the ability to
declaim a memorized original essay. Declamation and dramatic or
interpretive reading may help in attaining the goal; certainly they
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will, if skilfully used with that end in mind* The ideal to be
attained is fluency and effectiveness in discussing subjects ex-
tempore, a faculty which can be carried without loss of efficiency
into every social relationship and into everyday colloquy. Our
first aim should not be to make orators; it should rather be to make
speakers. The resultant of speech-training should always be
a a creature not too bright or good for human nature's daily food."
A school can have no greater recommendation than is to be found
in a graduate who combines a disciplined thinking mechanism and
a moralized will with adequate powers of expression.

"But," you ask, "what has all this to do with interschool con-
tests on the platform ?" I have said what I have as to the ideals
to be attained in speech-training because I feel that we can make
these interschool contests of maximum service only when we know
definitely what we are seeking. These contests vivify all intra-
school activities in the lines affected. Back of every contest there
is, or should be, a blessing widely disseminated among the students
in the schools represented. If we are to make these contests what
they may be to us, we must decide upon paramount values and must
endeavor to give uniformity and standardization to our best as it
appears in the final contest. If we want to send to interschool
contests representatives trained in dramatics, well and good. If
representatives are to be polished declaimers, so be it. If, how-
ever, they are to be straight-from-the-shoulder speakers, using
vocabularies which fit them and their thoughts, earnestly seeking
to convince and persuade by use of the means commonly employed
by intelligent young men and women in conversation, then let this
be our avowed aim. But whatever we do, let us agree. It will
mean much to the work within our schools and will infinitely
improve the contests.

I have said that these interschool contests mean much to our
intraschool affairs. They hold before the students something
definite and tangible as a reward for endeavor. The students
chosen to represent the institution feel that they have achieved
a real distinction in the eyes of their fellows. As we grow older,
we often fail to estimate correctly the impulse which this gives
to students in their work. Preparation for the home contests^
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preliminary and final, takes on the characteristic of spontaneity
which lifts it far above the level of plodding which accompanies most
of the work done by students. The competent instructor can make
the weeks of preparation a time of incalculable benefit to the student.
Ask yourselves how often it is that your students work sponta-
neously, without prodding and encouragement? Yet they do
work that way in making ready for the debate and the oratorical
contest, both before and after the school representatives are chosen.
This spontaneity of interest and attention raises the function of the
teacher out of the maze of discipline and taskmastership into the
ideal condition where teacher and student are co-workers, with the
student eager to obtain the counsel to be derived from the larger
experience of the teacher»

Permit me now to say a few words as to arrangements for inter-
school contests. First, let us view the problem as it affects each
school separately* The modus operandi in selecting the school
representatives should have a twofold object: not merely the
selection of the strongest candidate, but also the distribution of the
exercise, with its values, among the maximum number of students»
The second of these two objects receives too little attention from
instructors. If it is necessary to choose between getting the most
satisfactory school representative and the widest possible diffusion
of the opportunities involved in the preparatory work, we as coaches
are very apt to ignore the latter. If, however, we are to reap the
greatest educational results, we must always give precedence to
this broader ideal.

Announcement of the contest conditions should be made as
early as possible in the year» Prizes, either in money or medals,
should be provided. We should always remember that "Youth is
bought more often than begged or borrowed." Every effort should
be made to enlist the maximum number of aspirants in the pre-
liminary work.

Contestants should be urged to select subjects on which they
can say something worth while. There is unfortunately a suffi-
ciently large element of unreality and artificiality about contests
even when the speeches are not on subjects of which the speakers
can have no first-hand knowledge. Let us insist upon having
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speeches carrying something of original thinking and personal feel-
ing. Let us get our students away from settling In fifteen minutes
problems which have baffled master-minds through ages. Let us
not train up new generations of those whose theses deal with
"the gravest problem which America has ever faced," and of those
who can add to the fifty-seven excellent reasons which we have all
heard assigned for Rome's downfall.

If the winner of the home contest is to represent the school in
interschool contests, it seems to me that the coach should always
act on the board of judges. If a school is so shortsighted as to
judge the coach's work by the contestant's failure or success, then
I believe that he should be vested with the sole power to pick the
school representative.

Coaching in the construction of the oration, It is superfluous
to add, should never go farther than criticism or advice. If it
ever goes farther than this it Is usually Indicative of the tendency
on the part of Institutions to discredit the coach's work when his
protégé fails to bring home the medal. Certain it is that ideal
ethics will not prevail until the false standard by which coaches
are now judged has disappeared.

Now, as to the arrangements for the contest between schools:
Five or six schools should form a league for the purpose of holding
annual contests. I t is eminently desirable that the management
of Interschool dealings, finances, the securing of judges, etc., should
be in the hands of faculty members. Although there is doubtless
much valuable experience to be gained from student management,
the loss in efficiency throughout the organization more than offsets
the benefit.

When we come to the question of judges, we touch the weak spot
In oratorical-contest work. I have no panacea to suggest for the
prevention of error In judging. But I do think that there are some
things we can do to Improve the quality of decisions.

The common method of judging Is to .have a bicameral board:
one group judging the manuscripts, while the other rates the
speakers on their delivery. I believe that this system makes for
confusion and the setting up of false standards. We need to
remember that a speech cannot exist apart from the delivery of it,
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and that it is not fair to grade a speech by a manuscript prepared
in advance» What sounds well when spoken does not necessarily
read well, and the converse is quite as true« Copies of contest
orations might be filed with the league secretary a reasonable
length of time prior to the contest, in order that eligibility may be
determined* The judging might be done more satisfactorily by
a single group present at the contest.

Before the contest, judges should be furnished with some instruc-
tion as to the standards to be employed in rating the speakers.
They should be asked to take definite account in their marking of
certain constituents of good delivery, e*g», logic of speech, voice,
posture on the platform, attention of audience—at least those
elements upon which the schools involved could agree*

Professor Dennis, of Northwestern University, at the last
annual meeting of the National Association of Academic Teachers
of Public Speaking, proposed that judges in oratorical contests
should be presented with a statement from each contestant as to
his purpose in the speech. He says that if a judge knows what a
contestant is shooting at he can better judge whether the latter
hits the mark. This might prove a valuable innovation, and
certainly we cannot refuse it thoughtful consideration*

In the average school̂  the debate work is worth at least six
times as much as the oratorical work, on account of the number who
receive the training for the final contest. Who can estimate the
effect of four months of intensive study on a question that is worth
while under the competent guidance of a faculty coach ?

If there are debating societies within the school, as there should
be in every school, they should be utilized to good advantage in the
preparatory work,, If you are fortunate enough to have three
societies, let each have two teams and debate under the triangular
arrangement If you have but two societies, you may still have
four teams at work by having a dual intersociety affair* A prize
should be offered to the winning society*

After the interschool debates it is well to have an open tryout
for the selection of the teams* The men who have been through
the intersociety debates will naturally have the advantage in the
open trials, but occasionally new material will be brought out which
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makes the contest wMch Is open to all advisable. I never make
any attempt to conduct the trials through team debating. Each
man is given two chances to speak briefly—the first time for a con-
structive argument, the second for rebuttal of any point presented
by the speakers on the other side. I t is a good plan to select four
men for each team, three who shall speak, and a fourth to serve as
alternate» The four chosen may with excellent results be kept in
suspense for a time, as to which Is to act as alternate. After
the alternate is designated there should be assigned to him the
work of hunting up new material for his team, and serving as best
he can In figuring out vexing problems while the three speakers
formulate the case. The alternate Is to be rewarded for his work
by a medal, as are his-team-mates. A team proceeding without
an alternate may at any time be left in a critical situation through
the disqualification of a speaker.

The part played by the coach In molding the debating ideals
of Ms protégés should be to Mm a sacred opportunity. Students
should be taught to play the game earnestly, but always fairly,
generously, and above all truthfully. Thef should be warned
against quibbling and all forms of chicanery, and failure to observe
these warnings should cause the removal of the offenders from the
team. They must be taught the hidden menace which lurks in
excited, extravagant statement. They should learn to carry the
finest type of courtesy to the platform, to exercise restraint, and to
maintain a gentlemanly attitude under trying circumstances. All
these things can be brought about by a coach whose heart is fixed
on the proper ideals in the work, and who places education above
the winning of decisions.

The triangular-league plan offers the most satisfactory organ-
ization for the conduct of Interschool-debate activities. It simpli-
fies the coaching problem somewhat when each school can have
two teams pitted against each other.

To my mind the ideal debate judge is one who understands the
technique of debating. Debating Is in a certain sense a game, and
how can it be judged by those wholly ignorant of the rules of the
game ? A few years ago I submitted to a school which we were to
meet In debate a list of nominees for judges. I sent them the names
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of six graduate students in one of our universities. The men were
all members of Delta Sigma Rho, the honor debating society, and
all had had extensive debating experience. The coach to whom the
list was sent rejected the names on the ground that older men were
to be desired* I then asked him to submit a list to me, he sent me
the names of six men, legal or devout, none of whom had any special
knowledge of the technique of debating. I t is my opinion that we
can get the least prejudice and the ablest judging by selecting for
our jury men with recent debating experience» Judges should
always render their decisions without consultation and by signed
ballot. I firmly believe that asking the judge to state in writing
the reasons for his decision is of distinct value in getting more
thoughtful and acceptable judging.

I am reluctant to close without a word or two about our rela-
tions one to the other as institutions of learning. We are rivals,
yet'co-workerSo No matter how close and earnest our rivalry may
become, let it never lead us as faculty members into unkind and
unjust feeling» How apt we coaches are many times to be sus-
picious of one another! How wary we are in answering one
another's questions, and how often we read unfriendly purposes
into the actions of those who should be above our petty suspicions
and jealousies ! How are our students to leam magnanimity toward
rivals, when we set them poor examples ?

May we not approach the whole matter of interschool contests
in the spirit of co-operation and fellowship ? With agreement as
to the true ideals in the work, with appreciation of its value to our
students, and with a feeling of sympathy for fellow-teachers facing
common problems, let us determine to put interschool forensic
contests upon the highest and best possible basis«
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